
 

Couples on the rocks 

 

When a relationship hits the rocks, couples are often too close to the situation to 

find a solution. The majority of people turn to their friends or family first when 

things go wrong or they are in crisis. This can be very helpful and supportive but it 

is often difficult for people who are also close to the situation to be detached. It 
may also be hard to talk about some intimate issues. 

Some people will go to their GP, especially if they feel they are really not coping, are 

depressed or very stressed – unable to sleep or cope at home and work. Others seek 

professional help to try to sort out problems in their relationship. 

Couple counselling 

In couple counselling the partners get a chance to look below the surface of their problems 

and focus on the deeper issues which may lie behind them, says Gillian Walton, spokesperson 
for Relationship Counselling for London (formerly London Marriage Guidance). 

Denise Knowles has worked as a Relate counsellor for 10 years. She believes that the 

greatest benefit of counselling is impartiality. 'It's easier to talk to someone who's not 

emotionally involved,' she says. 'People shouldn't be nervous about approaching a therapist 

because they're very non-judgmental.' She also emphasises that therapists are empathic. 

'I've always said that the day I stop being affected by people's problems is the day I should 
stop being a therapist.' 

Better out than in 

Many Relate therapists are members of the British Association of Counselling and 

Psychotherapy (BACP). This is the largest organisation of counsellors in the UK, with over 

20,000 members. Therapists can only become members if they have at least three years of 

therapeutic practice. BACP also has an ethical code and a complaints system for dissatisfied 
clients. 

Phillip Hodson, a counsellor and BACP member, says, 'The thing with therapy is that we have 

minds in our bodies. This gives us a royal road to the problem. You need to talk – if you 
don't, your problem is as big as your imagination. Talking puts it in proportion.' 

Hodson also says there is a big difference between psycho-sexual therapy (PST) and 

relationship therapy. 'Sometimes a couple really get on, but there's no sexual chemistry. 

Sometimes when a couple decide to split up, they have the best sex ever. They can be 

animals because they know it doesn't matter anymore. Relationship therapy tends to be 

about non-sexual issues: he doesn't listen, she nags... everything from drugs and drink to 

DIY. Some people have no idea how to talk to each other. Showing people how to listen is a 
big part of therapy.' 



Learning to listen 

Diana found out how important this was when she attended relationship counselling with her 

husband, Tom. The couple had been married for 25 years when Tom had an affair. Although 
the affair ended, it had catastrophic repercussions on their relationship. 

'Counselling meant we had to sit together in a room and talk without it disintegrating into a 

screaming match. At home, Tom would either walk out or refuse to answer me. When he 

ignored me, I'd get so angry I'd end up saying horrible things I later regretted. With 

counselling, he had to listen and he had to answer. I had to control my temper even when he 
said things I didn't want to hear, and it really helped us open up to each other.' 

Who's it for? 

Couple counselling is available for married and unmarried couples, straight or gay. There is a 

whole range of organisations that cater for people with different needs, specific ethnic groups 
or religious beliefs (see help and info). 

Relate has over 2,500 professionally trained counsellors working in over 100 centres 

nationwide. They provide couple counselling, sex therapy and an assessment service, where 

people can find out if Relate's services will be helpful for them. 

Where demand for counselling is high, couples may be placed on a waiting list after an initial 

consultation. In the case of organisations like Relate, the waiting list can vary but partners 

usually have to wait at least a month before they can see a counsellor. Couples who need 

urgent help may want to go direct to an independent counsellor. Your GP should be able to 

put you in contact with someone suitable or, failing that, contact your Citizens Advice Bureau 

which holds details of local practitioners. For other organisations go to help and info. 

What's involved? 

Counselling usually consists of weekly, hour-long sessions with a therapist to identify the key 

issues and discuss the feelings and expectations the client has about their problem. 

Sometimes 'homework' assignments will be given. For example, with PST, the clients may be 

asked to perform simple exercises such as looking at themselves in the mirror or massaging 

each other. Counselling continues for as long as the clients and counsellor think it is 
beneficial. 

A typical course starts with a preliminary meeting where names, addresses and other details 

are taken. Julia Cole, a counsellor trained by relationship support organisation, Relate, says: 

'They're also asked to briefly describe their problem and talk about their childhood and family 
background.' 

Couples are then told what to expect from counselling and what they can hope to achieve, 

she says. Counsellors are trained not to take sides or be judgemental. They are also skilled in 

helping couples talk openly about their feelings in a safe environment – something that some 

find easier to do with an independent 'arbitrator' present. The aim is to help a couple move 

on. This could mean helping them find ways of improving their relationship so that they try 
again to stay together or to help them separate as well as possible. 

Counsellors should also explain their organisation's protocol and rules on confidentiality, and 

you can ask to see their code of ethics. In some organisations the initial assessment session 
is carried out by one person and the counselling sessions by another. 

Although counsellors prefer to see the couple together, it's not unusual for one partner to 

attend the first session alone. Ms Cole explains: 'It's as if one is sent along first as an envoy 

to check out what's involved.' 

http://www.channel4.com/health/microsites/0-9/4health/sex/sar_couples.html#help
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To give couple counselling the best chance of success the people involved need to be 

committed to the process, says Ms Cole. In practice, this means individuals need to be 

interested in the process and not participating solely for their partner's sake. It also means 

turning up to appointments and trying out any action agreed during the session. 

 

 

Same time same place 

If the couple wants to proceed with counselling they agree a regular time, place and number 
of further sessions, usually a minimum of six lasting for 50-60 minutes each. 

Ms Cole says after six sessions it is a good idea to take stock of what has been achieved. 

'Most people who come for counselling want change. If nothing has happened in six to eight 
weeks then something's not working and you need to reassess where you're going,' she says. 

It's good to talk 

What's the cost? 

Each Relate centre is an independent charity and as such set their own charges. Usually, you 

are expected to pay according to your income. Private counselling will have a set fee of 
between £30 and £80 an hour depending on where you live. 

Like many organisations, Relate takes a three-stage approach to counselling – although not 

all sessions follow this pattern. All counsellors should take into account an individual couple's 
needs and vary the sessions accordingly. 

First, couples are encouraged to talk about their problems. This includes discussing what 

friends and family think of their relationship, says Ms Cole who likens the early sessions to 
'rising above a relationship and viewing it from a distance'. 

'Often the couple fears that one person will be dominant. Counsellors are trained to maintain 

a balance and to get both views,' says Ms Cole. All good counsellors will have been trained to 
help people who find talking difficult. 

The next stage is about moving towards an understanding of their problems and making links 

with their upbringing or past experiences. 'Links like his mother would never listen to him so 

he has to shout to make himself heard,' says Ms Cole. 

During the last stage of the process a Relate counsellor will help the couple plan the best way 

forward for them. This may mean identifying ways of improving their relationship so they 
stay together or help them identify ways of separating well. 

When things fall apart 

While couple counsellors can help some people understand their problems and work at 

staying together, other partnerships are beyond saving. Deidre Bett from Couple Counselling 
Lothian says counsellors are frequently faced with helping people end a relationship. 

Ms Bett says how a relationship ends can have an impact on the partners' self esteem and 
the success of future relationships. 



'Don't let it eat into your soul for the rest of your life. I have met people who have been 

parted for 30 years and they still can't bring themselves to talk about the relationship 
breakdown,' says Ms Bett. 

Gillian Walton, Relationship Counselling for London spokesperson, says it is very difficult to 

separate without argument and acrimony but, however bad things get, couples with children 

need to find a way of being joint parents, and counselling can help. Julia Cole says couples 

who have undergone counselling often separate with less bitterness. Ending a relationship as 
well as possible will also help both partners move on. 

Ten tips on saying goodbye 

 Accept that you will take some time to get over the split. Make a list of all the support 

systems you have, including friends and family. Talk to them about how they can help 

you through a tough time – this may include lots of listening but they can also help you 

get back into other activities or assist with practical problems such as finance and child 

care. But try not to overuse one or to talk about your ex all the time. 

 Accept some of the blame for what went wrong. Some people find it hard to accept the 

part they played. 

 In the same vein don't blame yourself for everything. Be willing to see what you 

contributed to the break-up. This may help you to move on and not stay stuck in difficult 

feelings. 

 Look after yourself physically and emotionally. Don't think you don't matter any more 

because your relationship has broken up. Why not take up a new activity or arrange to 

do something you've always wanted but never got around to. Arrange a regular keep fit 

night with a friend. An appointment that takes you out of the house can help lift your 

spirits. 

 If you have children, do your best to keep them out of any mudslinging and don't use 

them to get at your partner. Try also not to make them take sides or choose between 

you and your partner. Remember, even if you separate you can still be a good mother or 

father. 

 Hold on to what was good in the relationship. Don't pretend it was all bad. 

 If you can talk to each other about what when wrong, do. See if you can meet socially 

on neutral territory to address unanswered questions. You need to keep the lines of 

communication open in order to sort out the practicalities of separating such as selling 

the house or dividing possessions. 

 Try to understand what went wrong and make sense of what happened. It will help you 

in future relationships. 

 In your lowest moments try to remember that people do move on from splitting up and 

that you too may well feel less upset in time. 

 When it becomes clear you need to separate, be as kind to each other as possible. You 

may not be able to achieve this until you have had a breathing space to reflect on what 
went wrong. 
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